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This book is a survey of the history of mathematics from the time of Pythagoras 
to the twentieth century. The author tells us that it grew out of notes for a course 
given to senior undergraduate mathematics students, although he expresses the 
hope that it may also serve the professional mathematician. One might expect, 
then, a book similar to current surveys for undergraduates, but this book is more 
technical. The density of formulas is considerably greater here, with several mathe- 
matical arguments sketched out, sometimes even referring back to results from 
earlier chapters. This does not mean that the book will be harder for its intended 
audience to read-a good undergraduate mathematics student should be able to 
read through almost the entire book with pleasure- but that the goals of its author 
are somewhat different. “Mathematics is our main goal,” writes Stillwell in his 
preface, “and history only the means of approaching it” (p. vi). 
The author clearly has an overview of the story that he wants to tell, and he 
uses it to give his readers insight into the structure of mathematics today. His 
choice of topics seems largely determined by one theme: the development of some 
central ideas in algebraic geometry. So, in his discussion of Greek mathematics, 
he points out not only the separation between geometry and number but also the 
hints of rapprochement in the work of Diophantus and Menaechmus. Many of the 
other early chapters show the development of the ingredients that would later be 
used in the geometry of algebraic curves and its applications to analysis and 
number theory. Students should be delighted to read, in that context, of the 
development of elliptic integrals, real elliptic functions, and, finally, complex 
elliptic functions defined on Riemann surfaces. Although this material is available 
in other good expositions, undergraduates are unlikely to have seen much of it, 
especially the historical motivations for so many important mathematical ideas. 
Those students who go on to graduate school may be glad to have read a clear 
discussion of some key ideas in an intuitive way. For others whose study of 
mathematics ends at the undergraduate level (including, unfortunately, many fu- 
ture high school teachers), this book provides a rare opportunity to glimpse how, 
often under the influence of quite simple ideas, mathematics can grow into truly 
beautiful patterns. The more mature mathematician will enjoy Stillwell’s account, 
too, if only to re-experience some of the bold sweeps of mathematical development. 
How well does the book live up to the greater expectations its title might raise? 
Since chapters average about 15 pages in length, including diagrams, pictures, and 
exercises, there is little room to develop each topic. As a result, isolated topics 
fare less well than those linked to the author’s principal theme. In those cases, the 
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inevitable omissions seem to blunt the point of the story. It is tantalizing, for 
example, to read a discussion of differential geometry with only a passing reference 
to Riemann’s great paper of 1854. Some important topics are entirely omitted, 
moreover, as the author confesses. He says, “for any . . . omissions or slights I 
can only plead personal taste and a desire to keep the book within the bounds of 
a one-or-two-semester course” (p. viii). While I sympathize, I would have pre- 
ferred him to replace the chapters on unrelated topics with others closer to his 
central theme and then to have given the book a more specific title. For example, 
if he had omitted his discussions of mechanics and set theory in favor of further 
discussion of algebra, he could have continued his main theme by telling of 
Kronecker’s Jugendtraum. 
Some will even argue that this book is not a history of mathematics at all, for 
although Stillwell has tried hard not to misrepresent, he does not cultivate historical 
sensitivity in his readers. He says, for example, that Leibniz “proved the funda- 
mental theorem of the calculus, that integration is the inverse of differentiation. 
This result was known to Newton and even, in a geometric form, to Newton’s 
teacher Barrow, but it became more transparent in Leibniz’s formalism” (p. 110). 
Historians will be aware of how drastically this statement oversimplifies the tangle 
by ignoring the different views these (and other) mathematicians took of the 
theorem-that is, if the theorems that they stated are indeed to be considered the 
same, as hindsight suggests. Again, by ignoring the details of development in 
method and notation, the author foreshortens his view of the landscape of Arabic 
and Renaissance algebra. The difficult path becomes plain. It is no wonder that 
Stillwell subscribes to the oft-repeated view that “the solution of cubic equations 
in the early sixteenth century was the first clear advance in mathematics since the 
time of the Greeks” (p. 54). Maybe so, but much happened to pave the way. 
Of the broader cultural influences on mathematical development, we hear even 
less. We see nothing of the exciting relationships between mathematics and the 
new science of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, for example. Again, we 
are told of the Merton acceleration theorem, but nothing about the motivation of 
the Merton scholars in studying motion. Perhaps symbolic of the book’s approach 
to history is the separate placement of biographical notes at the end of each 
chapter. 
It would be wonderful if one book could convey some of the grand sweep of 
mathematical ideas and still do justice to the shape of mathematics as a whole and 
to the more strictly historical issues. Unfortunately, there is no such book, so far 
as I know. Meanwhile, we have this book which Stillwell intended to achieve the 
former goal. He has succeeded, and we should be grateful. 
